In many areas, rural development programs represent the main driver of tourism. Evaluation is essential to assess the effectiveness and efficiency of the resources allocated. However, although evaluation is mandatory under the European Commission, the methods proposed to date have paid insufficient attention to the impact of tourism. The aim of this paper is to examine the methodological tools used by the European Union to evaluate rural development programs. We conducted an analysis of European Union working documents concerning evaluation, and also performed a literature search in the main scientific databases. A total of 75 documents were studied and categorized into: (a) studies analyzing methodology, (b) descriptive studies and funding analyses, (c) contributions on the evaluation process, and (d) tourism-related studies. Although several methods have been proposed to improve the European Union's evaluation systems, few studies have assessed the impact of tourism generated by rural development programs.
Introduction
European rural development policies emerged in response to the difficulties facing the European agricultural sector in the 1980s. These were the result of productivist-based policies that led to excess agricultural production, obliging the European Union to redirect energies toward controlling price distortion and managing surplus production. Simultaneously, questions began to be raised about the environmental impact of the Common Agricultural Policy development model. In the light of these issues, in 1988 the European Commission published The future of rural society, a document that marked a change in direction for agricultural policies and the inception of a new concept: rural development (European Commission, 1999a) . The European Community proposed the introduction of new actions in rural areas that went beyond the simple production of food, including tourism. It was in this document that rural tourism first appeared as an option for development, described as an activity that "is often mentioned as having promising potential for the future of rural society" (European Commission, 1988, p. 50) . Rural tourism thus emerged as a complement to agricultural and livestock activities (Béteille, 1996) , and has been presented as a means to mitigate rural depopulation, generate additional income in rural households, and diversify the economy. Besides providing additional income for farmers, rural tourism also benefits the local population in other ways. It creates contact between urban and rural residents and offsets the main problems currently posed by rural areas such as depopulation, population aging, the loss of cultural values and traditions, and heritage deterioration. The role played by Rural Development Programs has been focused on stimulate the pull factors in rural destinations. For instance, new bed places, restaurants, facilities, new tourist products, marketing and planning activities have been developed over the past 25 years through the implementation of EU rural development policies.
These changes in the focus of European structural funds and the transition from specific projects to multi-year programs have rendered it necessary to use methodological tools to formulate coherent and effective planning processes that encompass all stages (territorial diagnosis or ex ante evaluation, definition of objectives, implementation, and subsequent or ex post evaluation). From the outset, the 1988 European Commission report The future of rural society identified the need to evaluate and monitor the programs. "These programmes must be framed on the basis of close concerted discussion with the national, regional and local authorities. Based on joint preparation, follow-up and evaluation, they must form the basis of a genuine partnership" (European Commission, 1988 AQ4 ¶ , p. 8). Evaluation plays a crucial role in decision-making. Not only is it a learning mechanism but it also helps tackle changes that may arise during implementation (Vidueira, Díaz-Puente, & Afonso, 2013) . Similarly, the planning process plays a key role in the success of a tourist destination. According to Getz (1986) , the tourism planning process is based on research and evaluation, and is aimed at optimizing tourism's contribution to human well-being and environmental quality. Meanwhile, Inskeep (1988) has defined planning as organizing the future to achieve goals. Thus, the absence of planning generates impromptu growth and limits competitiveness. The existence of a high level of competition has increasingly obliged tourist destinations to differentiate themselves from their competitors, seek new solutions and offer higher quality products and services that meet consumers' needs. Tourism is a multisectoral activity encompassing a variety of sectors (infrastructure, heritage, environment, training, etc.) that exert a strong influence on the development and success of a tourism destination. It is also an activity that generates a considerable economic, cultural and environmental impact. Planning and evaluation are aimed at detecting and minimizing these drawbacks.
Objectives
The objectives of this study were: (a) to identify and examine the methodological tools proposed by the European Union for measuring the impact of rural development programs, from LEADER I to the 2007-13 Rural Development Program; to identify and analyze the aspects subject to evaluation processes, paying particular attention to the methods and tools used to evaluate tourism; (c) having completed an analysis of mandatory methods, to contextualize the findings within the framework of academic research by means of a literature review; (d) to highlight possible weaknesses found in mandatory evaluation systems; and (e) to identify and discuss methodology proposals in the literature for improving evaluation systems.
Research design
For the first part of the research (objectives a and b), we reviewed European regulations regarding evaluation of rural development policies, the assessment reports prepared by The Directorate-General for Agriculture and Rural Development, the working documents prepared by the European Network for Rural Development and the ex ante, intermediate and ex post evaluation reports on the different rural development program periods. In total, 19 documents were examined.
For the second part of the study, we conducted a literature search in the following bibliographic databases (objective c): ProQuest, Scopus, and the University of Alicante Library catalog. We used the following keywords: "rural development", "LEADER", "evaluation", and "tourism". These primary keywords were supplemented with secondary keywords that varied over the course of the different searches depending on the specific objectives in each case. Examples included "name of the region or study area" and "program period consulted", or specific aspects such as the characteristics of the LEADER approach, for instance, "innovation", "multifunctionality", "cooperation", and "bottom-up approach".
As a result of the searches conducted between February and October 2015, a total of 56 references were identified and selected for subsequent study. Given the high number of publications on rural development and tourism, and considering that a quantitative analysis of scientific production was not a priority for this study, we restricted our analysis to publications that met the following criteria: (a) scholarly papers that provided a critical analysis of mandatory evaluation systems; (b) qualitative analyses of aspects specific to the LEADER approach; (c) studies proposing new methods for evaluating rural development programs; and (d) specific analyses of the impact of rural development programs on tourism. Given the large number of publications focusing on rural development policies, we excluded descriptive studies of rural development program results in specific regions and studies which did not propose methods for evaluating rural development programs, the subject of the present research.
To achieve objectives d and e, and by way of conclusion, we studied and compared the evaluation processes from both fields (mandatory evaluation methods versus methods proposed in the literature). An analysis and comparison of these highlighted the weaknesses of the rural development evaluation process and revealed possible future lines of research.
Results and discussion
revitalize activities such as local crafts, promote tourism, SMEs (small and medium enterprises), and agricultural products, and conserve and enhance the environment. To be allocated public funds, projects must comply with the seven key characteristics on which the LEADER program is based: (1) development strategies must be applied to homogeneous areas above municipal level with a local identity and sharing common problems and needs; (2) the proposed development strategy should be formulated from the bottom up, and must involve the entire community (social groups, economic interest groups, public and private associations and institutions) in all stages of the process; (3) a LAG must be constituted, which will be the body responsible for managing and allocating the financial resources received and for designing the rural development strategy; (4) projects should present a degree of innovation; (5) the strategy must integrate various sectors to promote linkages between different economic agents. It must also be multifunctional and based on the enhancement of endogenous resources; (6) the LAGs must share their experiences through network connections to create links; and (7) the LEADER approach encourages the participation of joint projects between several LAGs to mutually enrich the groups (European Commission, 2006a) .
It is extremely important to be aware of the characteristics of the LEADER approach, since many of the mandatory evaluation processes revolve around analyzing and assessing the role these have played in the success of rural development programs. In theory, the LEADER approach will be one line of argument on which will revolve around the evaluation process.
LEADER I (1991-94)
The first LEADER program was launched in 1991. It was aimed at promoting development in rural areas in order to alleviate some of the typical problems these faced such as an aging population, unemployment, and the low income generated by traditional activities. The potential of rural tourism to revitalize marginal rural areas is reflected in the distribution of funding; many Member States have destined a high percentage of investment to this activity, and consider it the best sector to promote (Bull, 1999) .
Once the first LEADER implementation period concluded in 1994, the Commission issued a call for tender to conduct an ex post evaluation study of the LEADER I Community initiative. Commission Notice 95/C 263/12 of 10 October 1995 described the LEADER I evaluation process, and also summarized the evaluation objectives (European Council, 1995) . These were: (a) to evaluate the expected effects, especially on employment; (b) to evaluate the suitable use of the funds allocated; (c) to analyze the operation and efficiency of the network; (d) to determine the added value produced as a result of implementing the Community initiative. As a result, theoretically LEADER approach principles (bottom-up strategies, innovation, capacity building, integrated actions, etc.) will be evaluated. The evaluation was performed at Community level by two groups. The first of these consisted of four rural development experts from consulting firms, who were responsible for conceptualization, methodology design, project coordination and presentation of results. The second group consisted of 12 teams with members from universities and private companies mainly located in countries that had participated in LEADER I.
The evaluation of tourism-based actions was conducted using information obtained from a questionnaire administered to 50 LAGs (European Commission, 1999b) . Impact indicators were established to evaluate the number of tourism businesses created, the volume of accommodation, and the employment generated. The LEADER I ex post evaluation presented some weaknesses, including an inadequate ex ante territorial diagnosis by the LAGs as regards the baseline situation of the region, and limited information on visitor arrivals, a crucial indicator of a destination's accommodation capacity.
LEADER II (1996-99)
The success of the first LEADER program (in terms of investment and results obtained) prompted the European Union to continue funding rural development policies. On 7 July 1994, grants for rural development were announced with the launch of the LEADER II program. In this period, the task of monitoring and evaluating rural development projects was devolved to States and regions. Accordingly, the European Commission published the document Guidelines for the ex post evaluation of the LEADER II Community Initiative (European Commission, 1994) with the aim of instructing the authorities responsible for evaluation on the procedure to follow for this task, and also to serve as a prelude to the final evaluation of LEADER II.
For tourism, new impact indicators were incorporated in addition to the indicators used previously in LEADER I. These categorized the measures implemented in the tourism sector, such as the creation of infrastructures and services, the development of routes, the implementation of booking centers, the promotion of tourism products, the enhancement of rural heritage, and the formulation of marketing plans. In addition, a guide was published on how to evaluate a territory's touristic potential (Zimmer & Grassmann, 1996 AQ5 ¶ ). Directed at LAGs, it indicated the essential elements to consider when formulating a strategic tourism plan, including an analysis of supply and demand and an assessment of competition and consumer trends in rural tourism, as well as the key aspects of a marketing plan.
LEADER Plus (2000-06)
The third phase of the Community initiative, the LEADER Plus program (2000-06), is described in Regulation (EC) No 1260/1999 of 21 June 1999. LEADER Plus complemented earlier programs, supporting integrated activities designed and implemented by groups operating at local scale. LEADER Plus was also intended to promote the implementation of quality sustainable development strategies aimed at experimenting with new ways of enhancing natural and cultural heritage, and improving the local economy and organizational capacity of rural communities (European Council, 1999) . In contrast to previous evaluation approaches, a priority objective of this program evaluation was to determine whether the adoption of actions that did not promote vertical, top-down approaches had added value to the implementation of this LEADER initiative. The European Commission issued a guide indicating the physical and financial indicators that all Member States were required monitor (European Commission, 2004) . This guide was of great importance in that it contained the only general information provided to all LAGs, and would be used by all regional authorities to produce the relevant reports; therefore, it was the only documentation that would enable a comparative study between different regions. The aim of the ex post evaluation of LEADER Plus (European Commission, 2010) was to analyze the factors that had contributed to the success or failure of the projects implemented, and to examine the results. In the field of tourism, the results presented were limited to an in-depth analysis of the specific experiences of 10 out of the 893 LAGs that had participated throughout Europe. Nevertheless, this analysis identified good practices in various areas, such as an analysis of hotel occupancy in the German district of Roth or the introduction of innovative elements to market tourism products in the Jerte Valley (Spain). Despite these more detailed analyses, in general the quantitative information provided was inferior to that produced for LEADER I and LEADER II, since it did not include any quantitative indicators for the tourism sector at European level, or at least none were analyzed in the final LEADER Plus evaluation.
Rural development program 2007-13
As for the current 2007-13 Rural Development Program, the ex post evaluation is not scheduled for completion until December 2016. Nevertheless, many advances are envisaged in the methodology to be adopted. For instance, a guide has been issued on the procedures to follow in the 2007-13 Rural Development Program ex ante evaluation (European Commission, 2006b ). An analysis of this document indicates that it will help determine the extent to which grants from the EAFRD (European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development) are consistent with the objectives of economic and social cohesion, and will facilitate optimal allocation of budgetary resources and identification of strategic priorities. This document and others included in the Common Monitoring and Evaluation Framework for Rural Development 2007-13 comprise the instruments developed by the European Commission and agreed with Member States for monitoring and evaluation of the 2007-13 Rural Development Program. In the field of tourism, priority attention has been given to the total number of new tourism projects implemented and the number of new tourist beds created, as baseline and result indicators. In contrast to the previous LEADER program, quantitative indicators for tourism once again form part of the evaluation of rural development programs. However, there is still a lack of methodological tools to measure the effectiveness and profitability of the actions implemented. Table 1 summarizes the evolution of the methods proposed for evaluating the impact of tourism. A brief analysis of this table indicates that the specific features and intangible objectives of rural development programs render these difficult to evaluate and measure. Although LEADER approach is one of the main themes on mandatory evaluations AQ6 ¶
. In reality, evaluations proposed have paid insufficient attention to the impact of LEADER approach principles. This evaluation and analysis has aroused the interest of numerous researchers, whose work will be examined in the following section.
Scholarly contributions to the rural development program evaluation process
Several aspects of the design, implementation, and evaluation of rural development programs have been called into question by experts and scholars over the almost 25-year history of the LEADER approach. These include the high number of public entities forming part of the LAGs, the inclusiveness of the various measures, the predominance of top-down approaches in strategy design, cooperation between LAGs, the lack of primary information, and the best methodology tools for conducting an evaluation. The interest aroused by the impact of rural development programs is reflected in the large number of scientific articles published and conference papers delivered on this subject.
Studies on the results of implementing LEADER programs began to emerge in the mid1990s, and have often presented similarities as regards structure and content. They have also shown a certain degree of homogeneity in the use of indicators aimed at evaluating implementation and results. Common research subjects have included studies of financial reports and the distribution of investment according to the types of measure implemented, and analyses of the contribution of each partner (public or private) and the capacity of rural development programs to mobilize private capital. These aspects have often been employed to contextualize the study, or to analyze more qualitative aspects such as the inclusiveness of the measures taken or the concept of multifunctionality. Such research has also typically included data on employment directly generated by the various projects, as well as the social, demographic, and economic characteristics of private project partners, making it possible to analyze, for example, the role of rural women in development projects (Oedl-Wieser, 2015) . The main themes will be analyzed in the following subsections.
Evaluation of EU rural development programs and LEADER approach
Several of the articles studied identified weaknesses in the design, implementation and subsequent evaluation of rural development programs (e.g. Esparcia, 2014; High & Nemes, 2007; Larrubia Vargas & Navarro Rodríguez, 2011; Marsden & Sonnino, 2008; Martin & Tyler, 2006; Midmore, 1998; Ploeg et al., 2000) . Some of the issues raised have included local people's limited participation in the design and subsequent evaluation of the development strategy (Panyik, Costa, & Rátz, 2011; Ray, 2000a) , the endogenous nature of program design and development (Ray, 2000b; Shucksmith, 2002) , the excessive importance given to rural tourism as a socioeconomic alternative to the detriment of an inclusive and multisectoral approach AQ7 ¶ ( Hernández Hernández, 2009; Larrubia Vargas & Navarro Rodríguez, 2011; Marsden & Sonnino, 2008) , the composition of the LAGs themselves (Macken-Walsh, 2011; Martínez Arroyo, Sacristán López, & Yagüe Blanco, 2015; Salchner, 2013) , the capacity of rural development programs to generate enterprises that are sustainable over time (Duarte Canever, Chueca Pérez, & Pfeilstetter, 2012) , the capacity of the LEADER initiative to mobilize private capital (Pérez-Fra & Verdugo-Mates, 2005) , the introduction of innovative elements in rural development program design (Esparcia, 2014) , cooperation between LAGs (Chmielinski, 2011; Mcareavey & Mcdonagh, 2010; Pollermann, Raue, & Schnaut, 2013; Vidal, 2009) , and environmental protection in rural development policies (Pepper, 1999) . The evaluation systems proposed by different public administrations have also been analyzed, revealing their weaknesses (Díez, 2002) . Several authors (High & Nemes, 2007; Larrubia Vargas & Navarro Rodríguez, 2011; Martin & Tyler, 2006; Midmore, 1998; Navarro Valverde, Cejudo García, & Maroto Martos, 2012; Pana, Al Hosmi, & Codreanu, 2013; Ploeg et al., 2000) have indicated that the mandatory rural development program evaluation systems designed by the various authorities responsible pay insufficient attention to the impact of these programs on the territory, and instead limit the analysis to an evaluation of management by LAGs. The lack has also been noted of any primary information or an adequate statistical basis for conducting a satisfactory evaluation (Vidueira, Díaz-Puente, & Rivera, 2014) . In fact, the secondary data available to researchers have largely been produced by the relevant public authorities. Given these considerations, it could be argued that much of the academic research conducted on the evaluation of rural development programs has been based on the information provided by the public authorities. Consequently, many studies have been limited to the guidelines on rural development program evaluation proposed by the European Union and discussed in the previous section.
However, several authors have suggested that besides these quantitative tools, the evaluation process should also include qualitative techniques (e.g. Midmore, 1998; Panyik et al., 2011; Viladomiu & Rosell, 1998 AQ8 ¶ ; Viñas, 2004). Vidueira et al. (2014) conducted an in-depth study of this question, analyzing the methodologies used by Member States to produce their ex ante evaluation reports in the period 2007-13. Among other things, their study revealed that only 40% of Member States employed qualitative techniques in their mandatory evaluations. Furthermore, it also identified some of the main obstacles to conducting evaluations, namely the difficulties entailed in calculating the importance of external factors in the evaluation process, and the heterogeneity of the diverse measures and actions taken to achieve the objectives.
The guidelines proposed by the European Union suggest that it is impossible to evaluate all rural development projects using the same method, a stance supported by several authors (e.g. High & Nemes, 2007; Marangoni, 2000; Navarro Valverde et al., 2012; Seibert, 2000; Thirion, 2000; Viladomiu & Rosell, 1998) . These have argued that the design of the evaluation process depends largely on the needs and problems of the territory, its socioeconomic characteristics and the objectives to be achieved. Furthermore, it may not be feasible to adapt a common evaluation model to all rural development projects because the evaluation system must be consistent with the hierarchical level at which the evaluation is to be conducted (European, national, regional, district, or municipal). Accordingly, evaluations depend to a large extent on the previously established objectives, and these will differ according to the factors (level, perspective) that influenced methodology design (Prager, Nienaber, Neumann, & Phillips, 2015) .
Methodological proposals for evaluating rural development programs
Due to the continuing debate and difficulties surrounding the development of an evaluation model capable of addressing the specific features of LEADER projects, many authors have proposed new techniques and even new methods for their evaluation. For instance, Viñas (2004) has suggested that interviews with local informants and local people, focus groups, and participant observation would be the most suitable types of qualitative technique for evaluating rural development projects. She also analyzed the potential advantages and disadvantages of using the different tools proposed. Along the same lines, Midmore (1998) has examined the techniques and tools selected to evaluate rural development projects.
Other authors have suggested the need to develop new evaluation methods. For example, Marangoni (2000) designed a participatory self-evaluation method for subsequent use with LAGs from the Italian region of Emilia-Romagna, which focused mainly on examining a bottom-up approach to strategy design. Thirion (2000) has also proposed a new method for evaluating rural development projects, based on systemized participatory self-evaluation. This combines an evaluation of the territory's evolution, an analysis of the implementation of the LEADER approach, and an assessment of operational change in the LAGs. The method also takes into account all the intangible elements (expert knowledge, social cohesion, types of governance, relationships between agents, culture, and identity) that are sometimes underrated but actually represent added value in the development of rural areas. In the first phase of this method, a global and subjective evaluation of the territory is performed using a Likert scale to assign a score for the evolution of several aspects of the territory over the past decade, including quality of life, heritage and natural resources, demography, identity and image, expert and technological knowledge, internal relations, cohesion, and demographics, diversification and integration of economic activities, and external relations. In the second phase, the above aspects are re-evaluated, but this time taking into account the actions implemented by the LAGs within the framework of the LEADER program.
Another method called bottleneck analysis has been developed by Seibert (2000) , who proposed a participatory evaluation system in relation to the definition of objectives. He noted that to a large extent, the success or failure of a territory depends on soft factors (key factors that have a considerable impact on development), and that successful development therefore depends on directing efforts toward these strategic areas. To accurately determine the key factors or areas (soft factors) that generated a bottleneck effect, indepth interviews were held with representatives of 30 LAGs in Bavaria (Germany) and Luxembourg. The key areas identified corresponded largely to several elements intrinsic to the LEADER initiative, namely: revitalization of regional living conditions, the creation new economic activities and rural dynamics, the joint acquisition of expertise (transfer of know-how, innovation, and cooperation), appropriate structures and cooperation between LAGs, development based on regional identity and culture, attractiveness of the region (image), and social and economic attractiveness (an attractive environment in which to live and work).
The study by De Los Ríos-Carmenado, Turek Rahoveanu, Salvo, and Rodríguez (2012) AQ9 ¶ was based on similar principles, using a planning model called "Working with People" to identify the key strategic factors limiting rural development in Romania. Through focus groups with rural development experts, they established that the main limiting factors were a shortage of skilled human capital, difficulties in attracting funding, lack of technology, high taxes, and, to a lesser extent, low agricultural productivity, a scant tradition of cooperation, and limited promotion of local products.
In another study, Prager et al. (2015) examined some aspects of the design and implementation of rural development project evaluation systems and identified a number of problematic issues. They found that many policies and lines of action had poorly defined and contradictory objectives, that there were difficulties in clearly defining the expected results of implementing this initiative, that measures overlapped due to their integrated, multisectoral approach, rendering it difficult to attribute causation and subsequent effect on a territory to any given measure, that there was still a need to determine the best time to conduct an evaluation, and that LAG managers rejected the idea of participating in self-evaluation processes that might reveal discrepancies in achieving objectives.
These considerations, and in particular those pertaining to multisectoral approaches, have also been discussed by Papadopoulou, Hasanagas, and Harvey (2010) in their study on the implementation of LEADER in Greece. They suggested that project results emerge from interactions between the various measures implemented; consequently, they cannot be directly related to or associated with individual actions. To analyze the impacts associated with implementation of this program, they employed network theory, which focuses on interactions between local actors. Private investors promoting LEADER-funded projects were interviewed to analyze their opinions on the bureaucratic burden involved in obtaining grants, the clarity of policy content, the investor's hierarchical position in the pyramid of power, and the achievement of objectives.
Tourism and rural development program evaluations
Given the aspects analyzed in the methodological proposals described above, and despite the importance of tourism in rural development projects, especially in the initial programs, it is clear that few studies have assessed the impact of rural tourism actions in areas where rural development projects have been implemented. Although LEADER is the largest rural tourism promotion program in Europe (Panyik et al., 2011; Salchner, 2013) , there is very little research in the literature on the evaluation of tourism measures. "One of the weaknesses is the lack of studies demonstrating the contributions that rural tourism generates in a territory through rural development grants" (Larrubia Vargas & Navarro Rodríguez, 2011, p. 63) .
This aspect is difficult to evaluate given the specific features of rural development projects and the multisectoral nature of tourism. Thus, much research has been based on the data produced by the relevant authorities and the reports submitted by the LAGs. In particular, these studies have analyzed tourism projects according to their financial reports, although some have also examined more specific aspects of the impact of rural development programs on tourism.
Beltrán Fernández (2014) AQ10 ¶ has analyzed the role played by promotion as a tourism development strategy in rural Spanish regions implementing LEADER projects. In another study, Salchner (2013) (2000) Portugal ( Besides analyzing the financial reports for the tourism measures implemented, they also examined other aspects such as the sociodemographic profile of the partners and the employment generated, conducting surveys and holding in-depth interviews about actions in the field of tourism with mayors, private partners, representatives of associations, and LAG experts. In their study, Cagliero, Filippa, and Pierangeli (2010) incorporated additional indicators to measure the impact of tourism, such as the accessibility of regions, the existence of complementary services and the creation of tourist routes. The papers analyzed in this section are compiled and categorized in Table 2 .
Conclusions
In light of the above, our review of the literature on rural development program evaluation and analysis of the evolution of Community guidelines on evaluation demonstrate that gaps continue to exist as regards evaluating the impact of the LEADER initiative, and these require research attention.
(a) We did not find any studies on the geographical origin of private investors, a question of considerable importance for several reasons. Firstly, priority should be given to promoting investment by local people, since these both live with the problems that arise in rural areas and are the target population for whom the grants are intended. Furthermore, local investment may lead to a multiplier effect and possible reinvestment within the territory of profits generated. In contrast, foreign investors attracted to rural areas by the promise of European Community funds may not have this same impact on the local economy. Secondly, foreign investors in the field of tourism could distort territorial identity and diminish the unique worth of local resources. Although the capacity to mobilize private capital is considered an indicator of success and has been analyzed in previous studies, further research on this aspect is required. (b) A second question is the definition of objectives, a key aspect in the LEADER initiative. Besides being measurable and achievable, these must be clearly and concisely specified. The process of defining and establishing objectives will determine subsequent stages of the planning process, and they should be consistent with the method of analysis employed. The aims and/or objectives proposed by the European Union could be classified as the mission or rationale of rural development programs. In addition, this lack of precision in the definition of objectives is also reflected in the lower levels of management (national, regional, and local), which in turn affects the evaluation of results.
(c) A third aspect our study has revealed is the need to consider the role of local people. Attempts to involve local people in the evaluation process will be fruitless if they have not previously been included in the other stages of the planning process. Many studies have discussed participatory evaluation; however, this is sometimes restricted to people directly related to rural development projects (e.g. project investors, LAG experts and managers, representatives of associations, and mayors), and does not take the opinion of the local populace into account. Apart from that, stakeholders related to tourism sector could take part in participatory processes.
(d) Another aspect demonstrated by an analysis of the European documents concerning evaluation of these initiatives is the slowness and delay in performing evaluations, hindering the feedback process. Time-consuming administrative paperwork, bureaucracy, and the frequent failure to use ICTs in evaluation procedures combine to protract the process and hamper the continuity and monitoring that should be a feature of any planning process. The lack of statistical data on tourism available for ex ante evaluations also impedes the use of quasi-experimental statistical methods with measures to be applied before and after this initial evaluation.
(e) To date, most studies have proposed global working methods for evaluating rural development programs, viewing tourism, local crafts, training, or the promotion and marketing of agricultural products as actions capable of alleviating the problems that arise in rural areas. However, these activities are always regarded simply as a means to achieve European structural objectives and have rarely been considered as independent strategic processes. In tourism, this lack of planning in rural development programs is reflected in general terms in the oversupply of rural accommodation that has been created over the nearly 25 years of allocating LEADER funds, distortions in tourist image, low ICT use, weakness in marketing activities. An ex ante evaluation focus on tourism analysis will enhance the efficiency of tourism projects and will help to get synergies in rural destinations.
(f) There is no question that the implementation of tourism actions in LEADER territories has contributed to improving the quality of life in rural areas. Tourism has generated employment in the past and continues to do so. Furthermore, it contributes to the promotion of local products, helps prevent the loss of cultural values and traditions, fosters the restoration and interpretation of historic and artistic heritage, and has prompted improvements to infrastructures and transportation networks. Nevertheless, approaches to evaluation in the field of tourism have focused solely on figures, usually financial and impact indicators (number of tourism-related jobs and tourist beds created). Although these do indeed measure the actions implemented in the field of tourism, they do not take the results into account, and more specifically, they do not quantify the effectiveness, efficiency, and profitability of investment. Additionally, all these impacts should not be attributed to the EU Rural Development Programs. This is due to the fact that there are more factors than Rural Development Funds, namely, LAG-interventions, network connections, innovation, capacity building.
In tourism, these aspects are measured by indicators related to demand, such as the number of tourist arrivals, their sociodemographic characteristics, hotel occupancy, and average spending per tourist. Without them, it difficult to use experimental methods to analyze causation. The failure to use these indicators cannot be justified on the grounds that to do so would entail unacceptably high costs, since LAGs participating in rural development programs receive funding to carry out such studies. Furthermore, these indicators were in fact included in the evaluation guidelines issued by the European Union. In any case, mandatory evaluation system need to be questioned, most of the analyzed studies face the research from a holistic perspective. It would be of benefit to discuss in depth the operability of tourist projects.
(g) Similarly, few studies have addressed the intrinsic characteristics of the LEADER approach from a sectoral perspective. There is a distinct lack of research analyzing issues such as the influence of tourism on the partnership structure of LAGs, how innovation is incorporated into tourism projects, the synergies that have been generated in tourism projects implemented jointly by different LAGs working in cooperation, the role tourism plays in local identity processes, or the interrelationships and synergies that arise from the inclusive and multifunctional nature of the actions implemented. These synergies and advantages sometimes pass unnoticed in the tourism sector due to their multisectoral nature and because they form part of other intervention areas such as heritage restoration, or the promotion of local crafts or food products -all actions which in turn are nourished by tourism.
In light of the results obtained from an analysis of the evaluation methods proposed by the European Union and in the literature, future evaluation processes should consider external factors that encourage the influx of tourists, such as the existence of attractive and differentiated tourism products, proximity in time and cost to source markets, the presence of competitive complementary services, or the stage reached by the tourism destination. Along the same lines, it is also necessary to study the impact on these areas of changing tastes among consumers seeking rural tourist destinations. These demand destinations that offer life experiences, and this entails socializing with the local population; they therefore seek products that enable them to participate in traditional activities and learn about local history and culture. This type of experiential tourism is even more satisfying if the surrounding environment preserves the authenticity of the past. Rurality and isolation from the urban world are qualities that represent a comparative advantage for tourist destinations; however, the use of European funds for rural development could undermine these assets. Thus, rural development programs aimed at reducing disparities between urban and rural areas could limit the competitiveness of these latter regions as tourist destinations.
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